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ABSTRACT 
Playwright Bertolt Brecht addressed the problem of 
"homelessness" through characters in several plays--
Grusha in The Caucasian Circle and Mother Courage in the 
play of the same name, for example. These two women 
reflect both sides of the exile: Grusha, a young woman, 
deserves respect as she flees with the infant Prince and 
tries to establish a safe haven for the child. On the 
other hand, Mother Courage seems less honorable because 
she continues her relentness pursuit of profit from war 
while her children suffer and die from that same war. 
Would it have been more courageous to stay in one place 
and face the problems of her country with her children by 
her side? Only Bertolt Brecht could finally answer 
questions about the characters in his plays and the theme 
of ''homelessness'' that extends beyond his plays and into 
many of his poems. 
In addition to the homeless as a theme in his 
poetry, Brecht uses houses themselves to reveal the two 
sides of exile in much the same way that Grusha and 
Mother Courage do. His house images suggest the 
importance of furnishings, windows, and doors to those 
who are homeless, as well as the political and· 
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socio-economical ramifications of the upheaval in his 
homeland, Germany. Brecht's sensitivity to the transience 
of life emerges as a major theme as the poet struggles 
with the changes taking place in his own life and 
beliefs. Questions of place and ownership appear 
frequently in the Brecht canon, and his extended metaphor 
of houses shows the inner struggle that we all face: the 
impermanence of life. Brecht believes, however, that the 
battles of life can be won with "continued hoping" 
(Brecht 353). Despite Brecht's reputation as a didactic 
political activist, his interest in houses shows the 
persistent domesticity of a man whose message, up until 
now, has been called too political for most readers to 
enjoy. Through his words we can learn the lesson of 
traveling lightly during our lifetime and learn, too, the 
importance of the physical and temporal houses that we 
live in or that live in us. 
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Chapter 1 
Bertolt Brecht's reputation as a playwright is 
well-established in world theatre; however, his poetry is 
less known on an international scale. Today more critics 
are showing an interest in Brecht as his poems are widely 
translated and available. The political didacticism for 
which Brecht is famous in his plays also pervades his 
poetry, but certain images and themes that occur 
throughout his poetical canon suggest a softer, more 
domesticated artist than his former reputation revealed. 
Brecht's poems express the pain of exile, on both a 
personal and universal level, through house imagery that 
shows the poet's specific interest in the houses that he 
has lived in and the houses of others; he writes about 
the problems of the homeless and expresses the despair 
and the hope that he himself feels as an emigr~. Brecht's 
theme of the temporariness of place and life can be seen 
through the words and images th·e poet uses as he expands 
the metaphor of houses to represent the relationship of 
'It 
movement·and transience, restlessness and gloss of self; 
eventually, hous·es become an obsession with Brecht as his 
-' 
friends and enemies alike live, love, hate, and hope in 
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their t~mporary houses on earth. 
In a series of poems by Brecht, he discusses the 
question of ownership and how it once affected his 
thinking. At an older age, after Brecht has owned a house 
in Augsburg, he returns to this theme with a slightly 
altered outlook, but the younger poet is trying to 
discover his own self-worth in "Once I Thought," a poem 
that examines the transience of life through the metaphor 
of "lodging." At a time when Brecht was discovering new 
political interests, specifically Marxism, as he 
describes the bedroom where he lives he also writes about 
his changing attitude toward ownership: 
Once I thought I'd like to die between sheets 
of my own 
Now 
I no longer straighten the pictures on 
the wall 
I let the shutters rot, open my bedroom 
to the rain 
Wipe my mouth on another man's napkin. 
(Brecht 82) 
The speaker apparently cares little for material things 
but, more importantly, cares even less for himself. The 
house is not neat inside and is rotting outside as the 
. 
elements of nature have more impact than the ma·n · does. 
His personal habits disclose an even deeper problem, one 
of avoidance rather than attention: 
' 
,., 
I had a room for four months without even 
knowing 
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That its window had a view to the back 
of the house (though 
that's so~ething I love) 
Because I so favour the provisional 
and don't altogether 
believe in myself. (82) 
Though not "altogether• believing in himself, he appears 
to understand that part of him that prefers this 
temporary arrangement; his confession reveals a 
relationship between not believing in himself and not 
believing in "place" as permanent as well. We can 
understand the speaker preferring the back view from the 
house since that is usually a more private and cultivated 
area, but this man doesn't want to become attached to 
gardens or houses in a life that offers so little time: 
Therefore, I take any lodging, and if I 
shiver I say: 
.I'm still shivering. 
And so engrained in this attitude 
That is allows me none the less to change 
my linen 
Out of courtesy to the ladies and because 
One surely won't 
Need linen for ever. (82) 
The phrase ''still shivering" implies that the man 
shivered before somewhere, and the tone of the poem 
suggests that he expects to shiver again, somewhere. The 
only bright spot in the speaker's life seems to be "the 
ladies" that be entertains in his bed and for whom he 
But these courtesies 
' 
. . ,.· . 
manages to change his bed linens. 
and ladies won't last forever, because life is as 
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transient and provisional an arrangement as any lodging 
is. This cold and shivering speaker will be as at home in 
the grave as anywhereJ he looks forward to 
disembodiedness, so his distancing of self from place 
seems natural. 
Though the speaker in Brecht's early poem would take 
"any lodging," the poet Brecht was not so willing to take 
provisional lodgings for his gravesite. After a life of 
transience, Brecht drafted "a last will and addressed a 
letter to the Academy of the Arts, care of Erich Engel: 
'In case of my death, I do not want to be placed on a 
bier somewhere and exhibited to the public. There shall 
be no speech over my grave. I would like to be buried in 
the cemetery next to the house where I live, in 
Chausseestrasse'" (qtd. in Volker 185). Someone else may 
not have had to identify his house so specifically, but 
then, few changed houses as often as Bertolt Brecht did. 
Obviously, the older Brecht knew the view from his window 
in Chausseestrasse just as he knew the pleasures of 
ownership. No longer homeless, Brecht's grave protects 
him from the winds of change, but only aft~r he has seen 
and written about all those other "lodgings" that were so 
important to his world. 
Brecht's conc~rn about the cities that were emerging 
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in Germany reflects his concern about the fast-changing 
world, as well. His own transience is seen in the poems 
that he refers to as his •city" poems, written after his 
move to Berlin in 1924. The first poem, in the collection 
titled "The Impact of the Cities," chronicles the change 
in his living arrangements as well as others that he 
sees. A bit of self-pity lurks in his poem, "Of Poor 
B.B.," as he writes about his move from the ''black 
forests" of his birthplace, forests that will provide a 
refuge for many homeless in Germany's later turmoil: 
I, Bertolt Brecht, came out of the black 
forests. 
My mother moved me into the cities as I lay 
Inside her body. And the coldness of the 
forests 
Will be inside me till my dying day. (Brecht 107) 
The poet who shivered in any lodging now seems to know 
that the coldness he feels is related to his birth and 
birthplace, yet he declares that he is ''at home'' in the 
cities where ''To the end" he can be ''mistrustful, lazy 
and content'' (107). 
We have sat, an easy generation 
In houses held to be indestructible 
(Thus we built those tall boxes on the 
island of 
Manhattan , 
And those thin aerials that amuse the 
Atlantic swell). ( 108 l 
The political_hou~es of the wor'ld are changing with the 
influence of capitalism and the advent of easier 
8 
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communication. As nations innocently watched the growth 
of superpowers, their own homes were changing too. Brecht 
writes that those "indestructible houses" of older 
generations will be destroyed by the wind at a time when 
Berlin was threatened by the rise of the Third Reich and 
would later be destroyed by bombardment through • air: 
Of those cities will remain what passed through them, the 
wind! 
The house makes glad the eater: he clears it out. 
We know that we're only tenants, provisional ones 
And after us there will come: nothing worth talking about. (108) 
As the wind carries the bombs of destruction through the 
cities of Brecht's world, he reminds himself and us also 
that all things are "provisional,'' though not without 
hope. Brecht's earlier tone of despair seems to have 
undergone a change as he continues: 
In the earthquakes to come, I very much hope I shall keep my cigar alight, embittered or no 
I, Bertolt Brecht, carried off to the asphalt cities 
From the black forests inside my mother long ago. (108) 
"Hope" is the word that was missing from his earlier 
poem, "Once I Thought," and his new hope seems to be 
/ 
/ grounded in his ability to keep going in the,face of all 
odds. No longer the young man who doesn't "altogether 
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believe• in himself, Brecht accepts the impermanence of 
time in the womb, the black forests, and in the houses 
cleared by the wind. Grusha-like in his attempt to 
survive all the winds of time and change, the poet writes 
yet more city poems. 
Brecht establishes a link between the cities and his 
enemies as he watches both prosper. The cities are the 
most odious places for houses because ownership becomes 
suspect; Brecht wonders, if he prospers will he then be 
considered an enemy of the common people? He hears rumors 
about himself in the marketplace and worries about his 
changing personality, too, in a poem called "I Hear": 
I hear 
In the markets they say of me, I sleep badly 
My enemies, they say, are setting up house 
My women are putting on their good clothes 
In my anterchamber people are waiting 
Who are known to be friends of the unlucky. 
Soon 
You will hear that I am not eating but 
Wearing new suits 
But the worst is this: I myself 
Notice that I have grown 
Harsher to people. (113) 
Brecht's voice sounds like the vmice of that older "easy" 
generation who sat by while their cities changed; perhaps 
all grow harsher when their enemies prosper. Some wait 
like vultures for their unlucky friends to fail while 
others assume the look of success, a facade that hides 
their concern and lack of appetite for new lifestyles and 
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beliefs. This change in physical habits corresponds to 
the physical changes taking place in the cities of 
Germany. Brecht also relates physical change to mental 
change as he writes that the "worst" change is in the 
attitude toward people, like those who have no hearts, 
i.e. the Nazis, act toward their own countrymen. Their 
very presence makes the speaker act in a parallel way, 
and his reactions reflect an attitude of harshness that 
is growing in the cities he loves, a harshness brought 
about by the rise in Nazism. Without the growth of the 
cities, the political power of the Nazi party would have 
been difficult to mobilize, a fact that Brecht realizes 
when he writes his "Asphalt Literature," a term applied 
to a ''whole school of urban poetry'' at that time (Willett 
et al. 539). 
In 1934 Brecht proposed that the term "Asphalt 
Literature'' stand for the literature of the emigrants and 
should be accepted as such because only the ''swamp 
complains against his big brother, the patient, clean, 
and useful asphalt" Cqtd. in Willett et al. 539). 
Brecht's own poetry reveals the feelings of the emigrants 
and their literature as he writes of "The Crushing Impact 
of Cities." This poem shows us more of Brecht's concern 
with the provisional quality of .the houses of "four 
11 - · · · 
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generations,• houses lost as the urban crush overpowered 
old •familiar• ground and built •tall boxes• to replace 
them. The high roofs of the new "boxes" could be seen and 
recognized more easily than the lower roofs of the old 
houses; thus, Brecht recognizes the difference between 
regular houses that take a long time to build and the 
strange concrete overnight wonders, an apparent analogy 
to the swift rise of Nazism: 
Suddenly 
Some of them fled into the air 
Building upwards; others from the highest rooftops 
Flung high their hats and shouted: 
Next time so high! 
But their successors 
Fleeing from night frost after the sale of 
familiar roofs 
Pressed on behind them and see with a 
haddock's eyes 
Those tall boxes 
Successors to houses ••. (Brecht 109) 
Since fish eyes are in the side of the head, it is 
unlikely that those with "haddock's eyes" will notice the 
new tall boxes that have replaced the homes of "four 
generations" in so short a time. The absence of the old 
houses and, thus, the old builders and inhabitants, will 
be felt for generations to come as the new learn that 
they, too, are as replaceable as their new houses. Even 
concrete ts not indestructible when the bombing begins: 
And already on the old familiar ground 
Stood mountains of concrete. (109) 
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Brecht's own vulnerability emerges in a poem titled 
"The Babylonian Confusion"; he realizes that the poet's 
last refuge--the house of language--is lost in the 
confusion of the times. In this poem Brecht's use of 
house imagery is complete as he uses building terms like 
"blueprints" and "models" to symbolize men of bygone 
years. Brecht writes that the ''confusion of words/ 
Results from their being the language/ Of men who are 
going down .• / That we no longer understand them/ Results 
from the fact that it is no longer/ Of any use to 
understand them ••. " (125). His despair once again 
surfaces in this poem as his "voice suddenly failed him" 
when he was trying to tell the unborn listeners about 
"something/ That a man cannot understand." In this case, 
.. , 
Brecht's speaker is the proletariat, and his audience the 
men unable to comprehend the language of the common man 
because their own messages are so confusing. Brecht tries 
to tell them about a ''wheat speculator in the city of/ 
Chicago ••• ," a capitalistic example that his listeners 
• ignore: 
They said to me: You should have changed 
Your houses or else your food 
Or yourself.... (.124-25) 
Again, changing houses is presented as a solution to the 
problems of man and the world, a solution that supports 
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the transitional as the accepted way of life. But the 
model or blueprint of "earlier times• had been 
"crisscrossed/ Five times over with new marks, illegible 
/ The blueprint altered five times to accord/ With our 
degenerate image" so that the builder's written plans are 
destroyed as the voice of the outspoken poet is lost in 
the confusion of a Babylonian-like state. 
Brecht attempts to reduce the impact of change in 
another collection·of poems titled, "Ten Poems from a 
Reader for Those who Live in Cities." In Part I, Brecht 
asks his audience for secrecy as he tells them to abandon 
yet another refuge, family and friends. His advice to 
ignore "parents" as though they are strangers points to a 
deeper suggestion that people ignore the new political 
regime overtaking their country. Anonymity may be the 
only way to survive in a city where "any house" is a 
refuge but not for long: 
Part from your friends at the station 
Enter the city in the morning with your coat 
buttoned up 
Look for a room, and when your friend knocks: 
Do not, o do not, open the door ~ 
But 
Cover your tracks. 
If you meet your parents in Hamburg or 
elsewhere \1 
Pass them like strangers, turn the corner, 
don't recognise 
them 
Pull the hat they gave you over your face, 
14 
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Do not, o do not, show your face 
But 
Cover your tracks. 
Eat the meat that's there. Don't stint 
yourself. 
Go into any house when it rains and sit on 
any chair that's 
in it 
But don't sit long. And don't forget your 
hat. 
I tell you: 
Cover your tracks. (131) 
Any "lodging" will do in this city of strangers, but now 
the door must be closed to all views, especially to 
friends and the rain. This poem echoes so many of the 
images of the early poem, "Once I Thought," and it ends 
also with the cold idea of death as an enemy too, the 
final betrayer in fact. 
See when you come to think of dying 
That no gravestone stands and betrays where 
you lie 
With a clear inscription to denounce you 
And the year of your death to give you away. 
Once again: 
Cover your tracks. (131) 
Obviously, running and hiding has become a way of life 
for many in the cities of Germany. Brecht explains this 
phenomenon of anonymous existence as one "they taught 
me." Brecht's "Reader" continues to advise those who live 
in the cities that the "world is not bad/ But/ Full," 
too full for those who are the "fifth wheel'' on this 
fast-moving vehicle of change. Someone as sensitive as 
.. 
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Brecht must have felt like an extra wheel whose squeaking 
"voice" had faded and was not heard or listened to 
anymore. 
In Part IV of this series, Brecht tells us how the 
younger generations deny not only the wisdom of their 
fathers but also their existence. The old must "vanish" 
as quickly as possible though their houses and utensils 
will be useful. These city speakers are willing to hide 
in the safety of their fathers' houses, but they know 
that old traditions and beliefs cannot be changed so they 
will betray their own kin for an uncertain future: 
We do not want to leave your house 
We do not want to smash the stove 
We want to put the pot on the stove. 
House, stove and pot can stay 
And you must vanish like smoke in the sky 
Which no one holds back. 
If you want to cling to us we'll go away 
If your woman weeps we'll pull our hats over 
our faces 
But when they come for you we shall point 
And shall say: That must be him. 
We don't know what's to come, and have 
nothing better 
But we want no more of you. 
Until you've gone 
Let us draw the curtains to shut out 
tomorrow. 
The cities are allowed to change 
But you are not allowed to change. 
We shall argue with the stones 
But you we shall kill 
You must not live. 
Whatever lies we are forced to believe 
You must not have been. 
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(That is how we speak to our fathers.) (133-34) 
Just as the "four generations" were crushed by the impact 
of the cities, the fathers and forefathers of Germany 
were no longer needed or respected as the power of the 
Nazi party was rising." 
Further evidence of Brecht's disillusionment with 
his homeland is apparent in Part IX of his "Reader" which 
reveals the changing "hospitality'' of his so-called 
friends through "four invitations" that a man receives at 
different times and from different quarters. The first 
invitation seems sincere as he is told: 
There's a home for you here 
There's a room for your things. Move the furniture about to suit yourself Tell us what you need 
Here is the key 
Stay here. (139) 
Having the key allows this man to come and go as he 
pleases; there are few restraints on his activities 
within or outside of this new ''home.'' The second 
invitation explains that there is a "parlour for us all" 
and "for you a room with a bed ••• "; however, the boarder 
now can work "in the yard" with them but has only his 
"own plate." Thus, his "own room" has diminished to a 
shared "parlour," his "things" to a singular plate. The 
next invitation seems even less appealing as his 
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provisional lodgings dwindle in the face of an 
ever-declining welcome: 
Here's where you're to sleep 
The sheets are still clean 
They've only been slept in once 
If you're fussy 
Rinse your tin spoon in the bucket there 
It'll be as good as new 
You're welcome to stay with us. (139) 
Apparently, his personal possessions consist now of a 
"tin spoon" which may or may not be rinsed in a bucket 
shared by all. Not only are the lodgings temporary, but 
the ''linens'' are not changed between guests, either. For 
a poet who had written earlier that he likes to ''change" 
his linen for the ladies that visit, this invitation must 
be difficult to accept. In the final offer, the speaker 
seems to be in a very "different quarter" indeed. The 
possibility that the man is going to share this room with 
a lady shows the decline of the man as well as the 
decline of the invitation: 
That's the room 
Hurry up, or you can also stay 
The night, but that costs extra. 
I shan't disturb you 
By the way, I'm not ill. 
You'll be as well off here as anywhere 
else 
So you might as well stay. (139-40) 
This last invitation reveals a more transient situation 
than the other three as the speaker is told to 0 Hurry 
up"1 another change occurs as he pays for the privilege 
18 
·, 
of sleeping here rather than being welcomed freely. This 
place where he'll be "as well off" as anywhere else 
places him in an even lower category than before (at 
least his "tin spoon" was promised to be as "good as 
new"). Apparently without food or spoon, he is as far 
from having a place of his own as the young man who would 
take "any lodging.'' At least that man had the freedom of 
choosing where he would be, but this man is expected to 
be grateful for even the smallest of favors. The man's 
status with women has altered too--they no longer visit 
his linen; instead, he sleeps with them in the linens 
used by others. His women are probably used by others 
too, in a double alientation of his sense of being. As 
the man's personality becomes more harsh, so does his 
treatment by others, and the harshness of the cities and 
the world about him completes his alienation from a 
society whose ills are more deadly than those in a house 
of prostitution. 
Brecht continues to write ''Asphalt Literature" in a 
collection titled, "Poems Belonging to a Reader for Those 
who Live in Cities." These poems speak to the city-
dwellers and to the would-be city-dwellers about the 
perils of living among the masses. The houses in the city 
seem inviting at first because their "doors" are "wide 
19 
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open," eager "to welcome" newcomers. The listener is even 
told that he "will be/ In the best possible hands" 
(141), a clue that manipulation in the city is a 
probability. But Section 2 of this poem speaks with a 
completely different tone as the listener is told to 
"clear out" and not to try to "shove" his way ''in here'' 
(141). Apparently the doors of city houses are not open 
for all; some suffer physical abuse as well: 
Some of you there, would you be kind enough to 
Hit him? That's it: 
Now he's got the idea. What, still jabbering, 
is he? 
Right, then let him have it, he's always 
jabbering. 
Just show the fellow what it's all about. 
If he imagines he can kick up a fuss over 
the least little thing 
Hit him again, you might as well do him 
while you're about it. 
That's it, when you've done him proper you can 
Bring in what's left of him, we'll 
Hold on to that. (142) 
People are lined up for abuse in the same way that the 
Jews were lined up to be executed by the Nazis. Besides 
this kind of harsh physical treatment, when class or 
political distinction allows certain "guests" to be 
treated more favorably than others, another subtle abuse 
in these changing cities occurs. Some of the "guests ••• 
Have plates and cups" while the listener was "given a 
plate only"J obviously, he will not enjoy the "tea" being 
served "After the meal" since he has no cup for that 
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purpose. This treatment causes change in the people who 
live in the cities; some change their allegiance; some 
change their personality; some change their lodgings and 
• are never seen again. 
There are those who move half a street away 
The walls are distempered after them 
They are never seen again. They 
Eat other bread, their women lie 
Under other men, with the same sighs.Q 
On bright fresh mornings faces and linen 
Can be seen hanging from the same windows 
As before. (142) 
Three of Brecht's themes are contained in this small 
verse as houses, lovers, and linens are interchangeable 
in cities where people who refuse to go along with the 
new political climate disappear and are replaced as 
though nothing has happened. Even the wash hanging from 
the same windows belies the truth of the situation; loss 
of home becomes loss of self. People are as programmed as 
the "sighs" of used women; anonymity becomes a way of 
life. 
The speaker's feeling of anonymity continues in 
Section 5 of this ''Reader" as his ''closest relatives 
stare'' at him ''like a stranger,'' and his place in "this 
country'' shifts from one of being known and needed to one 
where he can "No longer earn" his living because "Nobody 
in this country needs / The tables" he ma.kes. He has lost 
his identity with the houses in this country; his 
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relatives ignore him, and the •woman• he "slept seven 
years with" greets him •politely on the landing and/ 
Passes by/ Smiling" (143). Now he realizes that his loss 
of sexual identity parallels his loss of place and, 
ultimately, his loss of dignity. 
I know 
That the last room already stands empty 
The furniture has been cleared away 
The mattress cut to ribbons 
The curtains torn down. 
In short everything has been got ready 
To make my unhappy face 
Go pale. 
The linen hanging out to dry in the yard 
Is my linen; I know it well. 
Looking closer however I see 
Darns in it and extra patches. 
It seems 
I have moved out. Someone else 
Is living here now and 
Doing so in 
My linen. (143) 
The man's job, friends, and relatives are gone, and as he 
turns "pale" or fades into nothingness, he must look 
"closer" to find what used to belong to him, only to find 
his "linen" darned and patched, used by others. The 
fragile life of the replaceable man disappears so 
silently that he isn't altogether aware of it; "it seems" 
that he has "moved out.'' The harshness of the cities 
extends to the individual--homes are lost and belongings 
are transferred to those who can fit into the new 
political climate, who can "earn their living" in this 
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country where ·The fishmongers speak/ Chinese• (143). He 
might as well be from another country, his language or 
any language is worthless. Obviously, as poet, Brecht did 
not speak the same language as the National Socialists 
did and his interest in Communism was enough to make him 
a stranger in his homeland. 
In Brecht's poem, "Everything New is Better Than 
Everything Old," he uses the word "Comrade" for the first 
time (Ed. note 547). This poem is included in a 
collection titled "The Impact of the Cities, 1925-28," 
and contains references once again to houses. 
How do I know, comrade 
That a house built today 
Has a purpose and is being used? 
And that these brand new constructions 
Which clash with the rest of the street and 
Whose intent I don't know 
Are such a revelation to me? 
Because I know: 
Everything new 
Is better than everything old. (159) 
Brecht seems to be propagandizing in this poem from the 
view of the proletariat, the worker who must be convinced 
that "The comrades who cut the pages of a book/ The 
happy men/ Pouring the first oil into a machine/ They 
are the ones who understand:/ Everything new/ Is better 
than everything old" (159). Just as new houses have a 
"purpose" and reveal the differences between the old and 
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the new like •brand new constructions ••• clash with the 
rest of the street ••• ," Brecht proposes that new 
ideologies have purposes, too. Houses again become 
metaphors for governments, and Brecht believes that 
This superficial rabble, crazy for novelties 
Which never wears its bootsoles out 
Never reads its books to the end 
Keeps forgetting its thoughts 
This is the world's 
Natural hope. 
And even if it isn't 
Everything new 
Is better than everything old. (160) 
The purpose of the "house" being "built today" is found 
in its use rather than in its "intent,'' a revelation to 
someone who facetiously recognizes the ''superficial 
rabble" of the Nazis as the ''natural hope" of the world. 
This poem appears to be a contradiction to others in 
Brecht's "Asphalt Literature" because he now claims that 
"new" is "better" than old, a claim that seems 
incongruous with his earlier statement that any "house" 
or "lodging" would do for a "provisional man." Then the 
speaker implies that "new" is not really any "better" 
when he asks: 
Would you not agree: 
A man who puts on a clean shirt 
Is a new man? 
·The woman who had just a wash 
Is a new woman. 
New too 
At all-night meetings in a smoke-filled 
room, the speaker 
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Starting a new speech 
Everything new 
Is better than everything old. (159) 
No, based on Brecht's other "Asphalt" poems, a man is not 
made "new" by changing clothes or political parties. New 
"constructions," new clothes, new speeches may not save 
the world or even man himself as he fights the 
"superficial rabble'' that "never wears its bootsoles 
out." The ambiguity of Brecht's last three lines reflect 
an ambiguity he may have been feeling about new ideas of 
I governing: 
And even if it isn't 
Everything new 
Is better than everything old. (160) 
The ambiguous phrase "even if it isn't" implies that new 
ideas may not actually be better than old ones, and, in 
fact, the old "houses" mean more to Bertolt Brecht than 
he would have the reader believe in this ~oem. 
Brecht reveals much about the individual man in 
Germany at the time of the rise of the Nazis and he 
consistently uses "houses" as symbols of this man, his 
beliefs, and his place in the world. Claude Hill writes 
that Brecht "was always motivated by deepest societal 
concerns and wielded his pen with the strength of moral 
conviction and extraordinary poetic inspiration" (Hill 
180). Brecht found that inspiration in the simple things 
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of life: linens, utensils, lodgings, and love. His 
poetry, however, shows the complex nature of the artist 
who is faced with changes that he doesn't like and who 
argues for the changes that he envisions. The coldness of 
the black forests extends to the cities where his own 
world is crumbling in the cold wind of Nazism as fast as 
the houses of which he writes. Brecht's belief in life as 
provisional becomes clear as he shows life as nothing but 
temporary; the transience of time and place merge as 
Brecht searches for the truth of man's existence. 
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Chapter 2 
Although the publication of Bertolt Brecht's poems 
reflect the developments in his life, he does not want 
his readers to see only ''the author." In a letter to the 
editor of A Hundred Poems, Brecht writes about the risk 
of publishing groups of poems: 
But there is a risk here too: maybe the 
poems in question describe me, but that 
was not what they were written for. It's 
not a matter of 'getting acquainted with 
the poet' but of getting acquainted with 
the world, and with the people in whose 
company ~e is trying to enjoy it and 
alter it. (Brecht 463) 
Despite Brecht's protest, it seems impossible to ''get 
acquainted with the world" if one doesn't understand the 
world conditions that the poet lives • 1n. Though Brecht 
believed that "every poem demands to be published on its 
own" (463), his personal decision to publish certain 
poems as a group reveals the poet's life through the 
development of several social themes, specifically the 
plight of the homeless and their limited choices .• 
One technique that Brecht used to distance himself 
from the speaker in his poems was the use of a female 
persona. In "The Ballad of Paragraph 218," Brecht's 
"homeless" theme continues but this time through the 
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conversation of a pregnant woman who is pleading with her 
doctor for an abortion: 
Please doctor, I've missed my monthly ••• 
Why, this is simply great. 
If I may. put it bluntly 
You're raising our birthrate. 
Please doctor, now we're homeless ••• 
But you'll have a bed somewhere 
So best put your feet up, moan less 
And force yourself to grin and bear ••• (187) 
The doctor tells the woman that ''it's laid down by law" 
for her to have children, and he answers her pleas for 
individual dignity by telling her "what this means" for 
"our State." She protests: 
But docto~, no job or dwelling: 
My man would find kids the last straw ••• (187) 
But the "State needs people/ To operate our machines," 
replies the doctor. Obviously, the doctor cares little 
about the woman's personal feelings as he tells her that 
she' 11 "make a splendid mu11uny / Producing factory-fodder 
from your tummy" (187). She is nothing more than a 
machine herself, one who should produce children for the. 
"State" by "law." His sarcastic tone shows in phrases 
like "grin and bear" and "simply splendid munmy." Of 
course the woman will "bear" the child, and she will be 
as captive in her role of "mummy" as she is in her role 
of "factory-fodder" producer. But the doctor is not 
interested in her plight as he disguises her negative 
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prospects with a practical litany of her "use• to the 
•state." She is chastised for using sex •for enjoyment• 
and then grumbling "at having to pay": thus, her sexual 
needs are degraded at the same time her request for an 
abortion is denied. Editors .Willett and Manheim note 
that "218 was the section of the criminal code forbidding 
abortion" (551), which explains the title Brecht used for 
the poem. People also become numbers under a regime that 
needs "cannon-fodder" as well as "factory-fodder," a fact 
the doctor smugly proclaims: 
If we make a prohibition 
You bet we've a purpose in mind. (187) 
The doctor's uncompassionate attitude is merely a 
reflection of a government out of touch with the needs of 
the people and their problems. Proliferation will get 
this ''homeless'' woman a ''bed somewhere," but her meager 
comfort will be as temporary as her pregnancy. 
And what will become of her unemployed husband? He 
may well end up in a camp for the homeless, like one 
Brecht writes about in another poem, ''Ballad of the Drop 
in the Ocean" (184). Earlier, Brecht wrote of his 
mother's journey out of the "forests" with him inside her 
womb1 he said· that "the coldness of the forests" would be 
"inside" him until his "dying.day" (107). Now, the cities 
are treating men with the same "coldness" and, 
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paradoxically, the "forests" become their refuge. 
the "Crisis Years" of 1929-1933, the homeless and 
During 
unemployed fled to camps set up outside the cities where 
"su1umer 11 skies prevailed in a forest that ironically 
seemed much warmer than the "black forests" of Brecht's 
origin, even though it could not fulfill their needs: 
The forest has welcomed men with no homes. 
The lovely sky 
Is shining on men with no hope. Those 
living in sunooer tents 
Have no other shelter. Those lying in 
the warm water 
Have not eaten. Those 
Tramping the roads were simply carrying on 
Their incessant search for work. (184) 
The speaker of this ballad urges these "men with no hope" 
to be wary of the impermanence of the "summer sky ••• the 
warm water ••• the green meadows ••• "; he asks: 
Will you be content with nothing but the 
shining sky? 
Will the warm water never release you again? 
Will the forest hold on to you? 
Are you being fobbed off? Are you being 
consoled? 
The world is looking to you with its last 
shred of hope. 
It's time you firmly said you will not 
. Accept the drop, but must have the 
whole lot. (185) 
These "men with no homes" should not be satisfied with 
the "su11tmer" ski es above the forest camps , because one 
season will change quickly into winter's cold reality. 
Brecht has felt the coldness, the change, the 
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impermanence of the elements, and he uses his experience 
as a rallying call to the despairing men who seem lulled 
by the temporary warmth of the forest. Brecht still has 
that sense of hope that he will "keep his cigar alight" 
when faced with the "earthquakes to come" (108), and he 
tries to instill that hope in those around him, whether 
they are in the cities or the forests. 
Brecht, however, knows that the homeless must be put 
to use in a world where ''Nazis strutted ••• murdering" his 
"Comrades" (205). At this time Brecht's sympathies toward 
Communism made him realize that the "anti-fascist 
movement'' had power in numbers but only in the streets: 
•.• The pubs 
Were full to bursting on discussion nights 
And from that moment no Nazi 
Dared walk the streets on his own 
For the streets at least remain ours 
Even if the houses are theirs. (206) 
Again, the physical "houses" of the people have been 
overtaken, and the streets, like the forests, house the 
outcast opposition Germans. David Midgley believes that 
"Brecht's city poetry ••• begins by confronting and 
subverting outmoded conventional attitudes, but as time 
·~ .... 
goes by he becomes inc.reasingly engaged in the search for 
a means to go beyond the isolation, insecurity, cynicism, 
and despair" (Midgley 184). Brecht tells those who have 
lost their "houses" to the Nazis not to despair, that 
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there is strength in numbers. Finally the "streets" will 
provide a place to fight the isolation that confronts 
them. 
Brecht's political concerns overwhelm his thoughts 
at this point; he writes anti-Hitler poems that call the 
Nazi leader the "housepainter" who "painted all the 
gaping cracks in/ the walls .•• " (207). In the "Ballad of 
the Branches and the Trunk," the theme of transience 
pervades the poem as Brecht writes about the hungry Nazis 
who were consuming not only the houses of the common 
people but also their daily sustenance: 
And they suddenly all descended in drab 
brown cotton shirts 
All the bread and dripping disappeared 
And they gobbled up all they could find 
there, spouting their 
indecent words 
Till the table was cleared. 
Let's stick around and play here, that's 
what they said 
We've found a place to stay here, that's 
what they said 
For at least one thousand years. (206) 
The ballad verses concentrate on the ''they'' who "found 
themselves good positions" and who "ordered brand-new 
desks" because "That's where they were planning to 
reside" (206). The thinly-coated walls hid the problems, 
much as the Wall of Berlin does today. One way to 
eliminate problems, however, is to change the appearance 
r 
of disunity into one of unity: 
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And they made us all move as one. And if you believe their story we'd all be the dearest of pals: 
They thought we'd jump to their gun. We only need to stay here, that's what they said 
We're bound to get our way here, that's 
what they said 
Now the Third Reich has begun •••• (207) 
But staying becomes more difficult for the anti-Nazis as 
their jobs, homes, and streets have been taken over by 
the "housepainter" and his boot-wearing troops. Brecht 
ends his ballad verses with the same refrain: 
Right. So much for the branches. Meanwhile the trunk keeps still. The guests all bawl for their lunches Till the landlord brings the bill. (206) 
The reference to a ''landlord" reinforces Brecht's 
continuing use of house images in combination with the 
idea of transience. The storm trooper "guests" expect to 
stay for a long time because ''to enthusiasts the Third 
German Empire (following those of Charlemagne and the 
Hohenzollerns) was known as the Thousand-Year Reich" 
(Willett et al. 553). Brecht's poem reflects the 
discontent of those whose homes have been lost and whose 
lives have been disrupted; Brecht did not "believe" the 
"story" that the Nazis told of mutual prosperity, and he 
continued to write anti-Nazi literature. 
Brecht wrote several poems for voice and orchestra 
besides the ballad-style song •. His "Hitler Chorale I" is 
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a parody written to the tune of a Lutheran hymn, "Now 
thank we all our~ God" by Martin Rinkart (553). Midgley 
writes that the "Lutheran idiom is itself parodied ••• in 
the course of Brecht's assault on hollow idealism and 
conventional morality" (Midgley 184), and that "the 
didactic tone with which Brecht's name is most frequently 
associated also enters his poetry initially in the form 
of a parody of ecclesiastical idiom" (185). The use of 
this idiom in connection with house imagery not only 
reflects Brecht's concern with the houses of the common 
man but also touches on Germany as a ravaged "house" that 
neither Hitler nor God may be able to repair: 
Now thank we all our God 
For sending Hitler to us; 
From Germany's fair land 
To clear away the rubbish 
We've done with the old ways 
The new paint's spick and span 
So thank we all our God 
Who sent us such a man. (Brecht 208) 
Hitler continues to only cover up the problems with a 
fresh coat of "paint," one that shows off his talents as ., 
a "house painter" who may make things look better though 
the cracks are not filled in and the ''rubbish" is still 
there. Brecht's sarcasm also continues as he extends his 
metaphor in the second verse of this "hymn" and refers to 
Germany as "the house" that needs rebuilding: 
The house was far too old 
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It let in wind and weather. 
We'd soon have had to build 
A new one altogether. 
We thought the house would fall 
Its rottenness was plain 
But Hitler paints it all 
So it stands firm again. (208) 
The "wind and weather" that destroyed the house was 
Nazism; the "old house" of Germany is now being 
~ . 
"redecorated" by the very force that destroyed it. 
Hitler's quick-fix for Germany is a temporary solution to 
the problems, a parody in itself to the millions who were 
facing homelessness and stagnation or restlessness and 
exile. Brecht sees this farce and manages, in the next 
verse, to espouse his Communist beliefs against class 
distinction while portraying Hitler as a "Godhead" who 
can maintain the classes without hate through his divine 
intervention with the elements: 
But when our Hitler comes 
He will redecorate us 
Let each stay rich or poor 
According to his status. 
He'll see that class remains 
But never leads to hate. 
He'll make sure that it rains 
But nobody gets wet. (209) 
Hitler's power will be so great, writes a facetious 
. . . 
Brecht, that "He'll make the vinegar sweet/ And make the 
sugar sour"--so the people will see the bad as good and 
the good as bad. Hitler's talents as a painter/builder 
continue to be praised(~ the final verse of this hymn 
35 
,· 
''I 
' \ 
'·\ 
'.!•-- •.. 
,·· .. , 
~1.';' '! 
-~ ·-·------- --·-- --·---·--·-·-- ·-·-- -·---
where Brecht makes a clear distinction between the 
"Godhead" Hitler and "our God," the God of the masses: 
From cracks in the concrete 
He'll make a lofty tower. 
He'll paint the filth and rot 
Until it's spick and span 
So thank we all our God 
For sending us this man. (209) 
Can God or Hitler exist in a "tower" whose internal 
structure is crumbling though the external edifice has 
been freshly painted? Brecht's suggestion that the people 
should praise and give thanks to their "God" reveals that 
very cynicism that Midgley says Brecht is trying to 
overcome. Apparently, God is to blame for the presence of 
Hitler, which means, if true, that God cannot be trusted 
with the lives of the masses, a suggestion that is 
supported in the next "hymn" by Brecht. 
The "thankful" people are warned in "Hitler Chorale 
III" about the "butcher" who will claim the "panting 
calf" who crowds ''his house" and calls him "By his 
familiar name" (210). This hymn is a parody of the 
Protestant Episcopal hymn, "O sacred head, sore wounded," 
written in 1658 by Paulus Gerhardt (Willett et al. 553). 
Brecht relies on the meaning of "calf" as synonymous with 
Christ and capitalizes on the word throughout the hymn; 
however, the speaker is actually talking to a young 
person who mistakenly follows the "butcher" or the 
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Fuehrer. Of course the butcher's "house" is Germany and 
the intent of the bu·tcher is to capture all the young 
"calves" for his "market": 
The great industrial captains 
Need you for their vast plan. 
You have not been forgotten 
They want you, little man. 
And if, O Calf, you're slaughtered 
Then is your glory sure 
It shows how well you're thought of 
It's what you were made for. (210) 
The last line of this verse echoes the words of the 
doctor to the pregnant woman: "It's what you were made 
for" becomes the war cry of the Nazis as they use humans 
as part of their ''vast plan." The chorale continues with 
a promise that seems impossible to all but the innocent 
calf, the promise of his own place in a land where 
"slaughter'' is glorified under the guise of a benevolent 
leader: 
He'll bend down to you kindly 
And look you in the face 
He'll take you round the shambles 
And show you your own place. (211) 
If anyone could have his "own place," he wouldn't want to 
be in the "shambles" of the country but rather in the 
finer sections. As the hymn ends with a suffocating image 
Brecht shows us that this freedom of choice is not 
possible: 
O Calf whom he has chosen 
You wandered far and wide 
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You searched, and failed to find him 
And now he's by your side. 
After long years he's found you 
You've reached your goal at last. 
The butcher's arms are round you 
He holds you to him fast. (211) 
Here God, Hitler, and the innocent young are one in an 
embrace that suffocates all who hold "fast" to false 
ideologies. 
The pressures felt by Brecht at this time appear to 
be suffocating, too, as he writes about leaving the 
country he loves so much. "There is no greater crime than 
leaving'' writes Brecht in a soul-searching poem that 
foreshadows his own exile. "He who stays is known. He who 
left was not known ••• " (211) and the artist in Brecht 
fights with a conscience that believes "He who cannot 
leave cannot stay," a sad commentary on the ambiguous 
plight of all emigr~s. Soon, Brecht was forced to flee 
Germany and join the exiles in neighboring countries, a 
flight made more difficult by his continuing desire for 
his "own place. " 
Though dissatisfaction with the conditions in 
Germany became the basis for many of his political poems, 
Brecht's real need for an underlying truth (rather than a 
fresh coat of paint and an ideology based on betrayal) 
emerges after he has had to leave a "house" that he 
loved. 
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From me they took my little house and 
Which I had earned by hard work. 
my car 
(I was able to save my furniture.) 
When I crossed the frontier I thought: 
More than my house I need the truth. 
But I need my house too. And since then 
Truth for me has been like a house and a car. 
And they took them. (214) 
Those who take houses and cars take the truth as easily; 
ownership is transient, provisional, even when one is 
rich. The above poem, ''Long Have I Looked for the Truth,'' 
conveys the feeling of truth as "difficult" to find: 
Long I have looked for the truth about 
the life of people 
together. 
That life is crisscrossed, tangled, and 
difficult to understand. 
I have worked hard to understand it and 
when I had done so 
I told the truth as I found it. (214) 
For telling his "trutb" in the political poems, 
Brecht was forced from Germany "on 28 February 1933, the 
day after the Reichstag Fire. His car, seized by the 
Gestapo, was a Steyr" (554). After a short stay in 
Czechloslavakia, Brecht settled in Denmark until the 
threat of Nazism forced him to leave that country also. 
Shortly before he left Germany, Brecht bought a house at 
Otting on the Ammersee, not far from Augsburg (Willett et 
al. 555), which he later writes about in a poem titled, 
"When I Was Rich." 
For seven w.eeks 6£ my life I was rich. 
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With my earnings from a play I bought 
A house in a large garden. I had been 
Looking over it for more weeks than I 
lived in it. 
At different 
times of day 
And also of the night, I would walk past 
to see 
How the old trees stood over the lawns in 
the dawn half-light 
Or the pond with its mossy carp on a 
• • rainy morning 
To see the hedges in the full sun of noon, or 
The white rhododendrons in the evening 
after vespers had 
rung. 
Then I and my friends moved in. My car 
Was parked under the fir trees. We looked 
around. There was 
nowhere 
You could see all the bounds of the garden 
from, the slope 
And the clumps of trees prevented the 
hedges from glimpsing 
one another .•• (Brecht 220) 
Ownership has made the poet more sentimental as he walks 
around his house and garden, enjoying the privacy and 
expansiveness of the grounds; however, he hints at the 
feeling of being watched as he writes that the ''trees 
prevented the hedges from glimpsing/ one another'' (220). 
The idea of "looking" at the house from all angles and 
parking the car under the "fir trees" suggests that the 
man was already in hiding before his exile. Ownership, 
while providing privacy, becomes a problem in itself. 
Being cut off from the cities he loved, from the people 
that he wrote for and about, Brecht finds his solace in 
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the beauty of his "own place." 
The house too was beautiful. The staircase 
of noble wood, 
expertly treated 
With low risers and wide treads and finely 
proportioned 
banisters. 
The whitewashed rooms had panelled ceilings • 
• Huge iron 
stoves 
Elegantly shaped, had scenes chased in the 
metal: peasants 
at work. 
Massive doors led to the cool hall, with 
its oak tables and 
benches 
Their brass handles had been carefully 
chosen, and flag -
stones round the brownish house 
Were smooth and worn down under the 
footsteps 
Of earaier inhabitants. What satisfying 
proportions! Every 
room different 
Each better than the last. And how they 
all changed with the 
time of day! 
The changes accompanying the seasons, no 
doubt exquisite 
Were something we did not experience, for 
After seven weeks of genuine riches we 
left the property, 
soon we 
Fled over the border. (220-21) 
Brecht's rich language matches the richness of the house 
that he describes so lovingly, a house that changes with 
the seasons, ones Brecht could imagine but not experience 
in this beautiful place. From Brecht's past poems we know 
that the changes ~f the seasons weighed heavily on his 
mind,. because the homeless were warmed by the fleeting 
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sun while he warned them not to be satisfied with a drop 
in the ocean. But he fell victim to the same kind of 
enticement--ownership, privacy, elegance, genuine riches, 
and he wrote about his "joy of proprietorship" in a 
reflective poem titled, "On Reading 'When I was Rich'": 
The joy of proprietorship was strong in me, 
and I am glad 
To have felt it. To walk through my garden, 
to have guests 
To discuss plans for building, like others 
of my profession 
before me 
This pleased me, I admit it. But now seven 
weeks seems 
enough. 
I left without regret, or with only slight 
regret. 
Writing this 
I already found it hard to remember. When 
I ask myself 
How many lies I would be ready to tell to 
keep this property 
I know it is not many. Therefore I hope 
It was not bad to have this property. It was 
Not a small thing, but 
There are greater. (221) 
The ''truth" becomes important in this reflection as 
Brecht realizes that lies are tied in with ''property'' 
ownership, and he would not tell "many" lies to keep the 
house he seemed to love so much. His stoic acceptance of 
the loss of a house is understandable from a man who once 
said he was "changing countries more often than shoes" 
(31). Brecht's brief membership in the "bourgeosie" of 
Augsburg seems to contradict his "philosophical 
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acceptance" of Marxism, which may be why he hopes that 
"It was not bad to have this property," a hope that 
implies a sense of guilt. He has no guilt, however, about 
preferring the truth to lies, although his longing to 
stay in one place has once again been denied. 
Compared to the "house" of "Germany" (219), Brecht's 
need for truth rather than "property" can be seen as the 
poet condemns the lying "house" of his fatherland: 
In your house 
Lies are loudly bawled 
But truth 
Must keep silent. 
Is that so? 
Why do oppressors on every side praise 
you, but 
The oppressed indict you? 
The exploited 
Point their fingers at you, but 
The exploiters laud the system 
Devised in your house. (219) 
Brecht's lament for the fall of his country places the 
blame on the "sons" of Germany as he ends the poem: 
O Germany, pale mother 
What have your sons done to you 
That you sit among the peoples 
A mockery or a threat! (220) 
The paradox is that Brecht's own "beautiful house" was a 
threat to his belief in Communism and a mockery to his 
need to stay in one place, for "there is no greater crime 
than leaving." Brecht's ability to flee his oppression 
was not a choice that many Germans had1 therefore, the 
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problems of the homeless continued in the country whose 
houses were divided and destroyed by the winds of 
political change. 
David Midgley suggests that "what distinguishes his 
(!!recht'sJ political poetry generally from that of other 
class-conscious writers in Germany is the sense it 
conveys of the individual grappling with intractable 
realities, of the rugged path that leads to collective 
commitment" (Midgley 188). We see Brecht facing these 
realities himself and hoping that he can make others find 
their way. Though Brecht's reputation centers on his 
political beliefs and ambitions, his poetical use of 
house imagery shows the domestic side of a man fraught 
with the public tensions of his time. 
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Chapter 3 
During Bertolt Brecht's exile in Svendborg, Denmark, 
he wrote a series of sonnets and nature poems and strayed 
away from heavy political/poetical "Asphalt Literature." 
It seems as though the life of the emigre allowed more 
time for artistic endeavors. According to biographer 
Claude Hill, Brecht's exile ''proved to be a blessing in 
disguise ••• " and "freed him from the too narrow and rigid 
a control on the part of the Party~ it gave him a certain 
distance, widened his perspectives, and, most important 
of all, provided him with more time for creative 
purposes" (Hill 32). Because Brecht was now "forcibly 
separated from the beloved center of his many activities 
(Berlin)," he "could read, think, and contemplate with 
fresh intensity" (Hill 32). Brecht's "Later Svendborg 
Poems and Satires 1936-38" include some thoughts about 
"houses" that reflect this new intensity. 
In his ''Nature Poems,'' Brecht sees nature as 
functional when natural wind barriers also serve as 
camouflage for the house of a man in hiding: 
\, . 
,. 
Through the window, those twelve squares 
I see a gnarled pear tree with hanging 
branches 
On an uneven lawn on which some straw lies. 
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It is bordered by a tract of dug soil 
In which bushes have been planted, and 
low trees. 
Behind that hedge, bare now in winter 
Runs the footpath, bordered by a fence 
Of knee-high slats, painted white •••• (Brecht 271) 
This more mature poet now looks out of windows at the 
view beyond, something the twenty-three year old poet did 
not bother to do. Beyond the "fence/ Of knee-high slats'' 
there is "A little house with two windows in green wooden 
frames/ And a tiled roof as high as the wall ••• " (272). 
But Brecht's detailed description of the house "Through 
the window" suggests a man trapped rather than a man 
freed. At least he walked about the grounds to see the 
"property" in the house he owned in Augsburg. Now he 
looks out windows to see avenues of escape through the 
perfectly planted wall of trees and hedges. Brecht's 
emphasis shifts from what is inside a house (clean linens 
and utensils, for instance) to what exits are available 
for a quick escape: 
There is a green wooden door in the 
extension too 
And since on the other side of the house 
the Sound begins 
Whose surface is covered in mist towards 
the right 
Wooden shed and shrubs in front of it 
The little house, I suppose, has three 
exits in all. · 
That is good for tenants who oppose injustice 
And could be called for by th·e· police. (272) 
The number of accessible exits are important to a man who 
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spends fifteen years in exile, especially when that man 
is as sensitive an artist as Brecht is. His political 
didacticism softens as he writes about his own plight as 
representative as the plight of all homeless people. 
In Part II of the Nature poem, Brecht remembers the 
"four houses" of the estate in Augsburg as they were on 
"A spring evening." The scene at Augsburg is idyllic 
compared to the tenuous Svendborg "little house." At 
Augsburg the "fathers lean over the window sills" as 
"Their neighbors wrap the peach trees on the house wall/ 
In little white rags against the night frost" (272). 
Brecht's two "houses" contrast in bleakness and 
brightness as the fathers are able to "lean out" their 
windows rather than just look "through" them. Windows 
become barriers, too, and men can't communicate through 
glass. Here Brecht suggests that communication with 
friends and neighbors is more impossible in a foreign 
hideaway; there are, indeed, more obstacles than the 
language barrier. At home neighbors protect their 
property against the oncoming coldness with whatever 
cover-ups are available; the exile is the one being 
covered-up in Svendborg. In the country of Brecht's 
memory, men relax and enjoy their homes and· gardens. Even ) 
the fruit trees have different functions: the protective 
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hanging branches of the Svendborg pear tree guard the 
house, while the close-wrapped branches of the Augsburg 
peach trees serve as decoration. 
-· I > 
Claude Hill writes that Brecht's later poems ("The 
Buckow Elegies") use nature images as "domesticated• and 
"functional" instead of a "threatening and all-devouring 
danger to man" (Hill 178). We can see, however, that 
nature serves a dual purpose in the early exile poems as 
well; trees, hedges, and sea mists surround the houses in 
a non-threatening manner and allow the exile a more 
secure vantage point from which the police can be seen. 
Hill claims that "Nat.ure without relation to human 
civilisation" was "no longer of any interest'' (178) to 
Brecht when he wrote the later poems. In Svendborg, 
Brecht's house is hidden by natural means, but the Nazi 
"wind" even blows through these trees, too. It seems that 
Brecht has consistently used nature in relation to 
humans, except his concept of nature's function has 
changed from one of menacing force to one of double 
value, destroyer and protector. 
In °Place of Refuge" Brecht describes a house that 
acts as protector against the wind, the "Skovsbostrand 
house, which had once been a fisherman's cottage" and 
overlooked "Svendborg Sound" (Brecht 559); in this poem 
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the exile has placed an oar on the roof as a precaution 
against the wind's destruction of the thatched roof but 
also as a method of escape, in case that message of 
liberation does not come and the police do. This house 
seems safe enough, with a child's swing and daily mail 
delivery, but the safety may only be temporary: 
An oar lies on the roof. A moderate wind 
Will not carry away the thatch. 
In the yard posts are set for 
The children's swing. 
The mail comes twice a day 
Where letters would be welcome. 
Down the Sound come the ferries. 
The house has four doors to escape by. (302-03) 
This house with four doors seems better yet than the 
house with three, because a trapped person could choose a 
northern, southern, western, or eastern escape route. 
Surely one of them would lead to home. 
Brecht's "exile" poems continue the theme of 
impermanence through the watchful eyes of the emigrant 
who is quick to distinguish the difference between a 
place to be "housed" and a home. In this case, the 
country of exil~ becomes the metaphor for "house" and 
war-torn Germany remains the place that assaults Brecht's 
senses. In "Concerning the Label Emigrant" Brecht calls 
Svendborg: 
Not a home, but an exile, shall the land be 
that took us in ••• 
Ah the silence of the Sound does not 
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deceive usl 
We hear 
the shrieks 
From the camps even here ••• (301) 
Though the emigre is physically safe at this time, he is 
unable to escape his emotional attachment to home and 
unwilling to be lulled into a silent complacency. 
Brecht's "hope" continues under the bleakest of 
conditions; he still believes that the "final word" will 
mean going home to Germany, and he is willing to wait a 
long time for that dream to come true. The exile cannot 
take time to hang pictures or even to hang up his coat; 
he cannot wait for trees to root and grow, for his 
"roots" are elsewhere: 
Don't knock any nails in the wall 
Just throw your coat on the chair. 
Why plan for four days? 
Tomorrow you'll go back home. 
Leave the little tree without water. 
Why plant a tree now? 
You'll pack your bags and be away 
Before it's as high as a doorstep. (302) 
Nature's timelessness bothers the optimistic Brecht, who 
is too impatient to wait for trees to grow but tends the 
small tree with care anyway. In Part II of "Thoughts on 
the Duration of Exile," the man expressed his hope to 
return by thinking about his actions that day: "Look at 
the little chestnut tree in the corner of the yard--/ 
You carried a full can of water to it." This act of 
so 
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waiting for new growth symbolizes the wait of the 
emigrant for a new Germany, and watering the little tree 
becomes a more important way to give life than writing 
does. Brecht asks ·himself: "Do you want to know what you 
think of your work?" He waters saplings rather than 
writes "for the liberation" because "The message that 
calls you home/ Is written in a language you know" 
(302). The message of the growing tree--new life--is 
written in a language we all know, the sensual cycles of 
nature. Brecht wants to return to his homeland so that 
his writing will grow too, but the moderate winds of 
Svendborg soon changes, and the safety of the "thatched 
roof" in Denmark does not last for Bertolt Brecht. As the 
Nazi regime marched into the Danish countryside, Brecht 
was once more on the move; lucky the man who counts 
doors. 
Brecht and his family moved to the little island of 
Lidingo off the coast of Stockholm. He writes that the 
"house is ideal. It is on Lidingo, with pine forests 
approaching from·two sides ••• " (Volker 90). Surrounded by 
"forests," Brecht is much like the men in the camps who 
were fooled by the safety of the warm skies; his haven 
does not last, for a y~ar later Brecht moves again--this 
time to a friend's estate in Finland, a place where he 
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finds writing easier but memories more difficult. "We are 
now refugees in Finland ••• ," he writes in a poem dated 
"Finland 1940· (Brecht 349), but his thoughts seem to be 
on that house in Denmark as he remembers it in "To the 
Danish Refuge." Brecht wonders if that Danish house has 
survived the German take-over of Denmark, but his 
thoughts cannot be far from his house in Germany and all 
the houses in Germany that have been bombed during the 
war. 
O 11ouse between the Sound and the pear tree 
That phrase THE TRUTH IS CONCRETE, long ago 
Cemented in you by a refugee--
Has that survived the bombing, do you know? 
(352) 
This epigram was one of a group that Brecht composed 
while in Finland, but the "same Hegelian quotation" was 
"on the wall of his New York apartment in the mid-1940s" 
(580). He carries his search for "truth" and ''place" much 
"like the man who took a brick" to show what remained of 
his house and what it meant to him. But concrete and 
brick can be destroyed by bombs as easily as the truth 
can be lost in abstractions and idealisms. Brecht's 
search for his own place is a universal one and his 
dismay at losing his house cannot be shown with one 
brick, as we all know. In "Motto" Brecht writes: 
This, then, is all. It's not enough, I know. 
At least I'm still alive, as you may see. 
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I'm like the man who took a brick to show 
How beautiful his house used once to be. (347) 
Brecht cannot forget the "beautiful house" of Augsburg or 
the safe Svendborg house with "four exits," but in 
Finland "Friends/ Whom yesterday I didn't know, put up 
some beds/ In clean rooms" (347). Anonymous refugees 
blend in with the anonymity of the country and the 
unknown friends as the speaker continues his search for a 
' 
way out. And if people and places become anonymous 
through change, how can ideologies and political 
doctrines stand the stresses of change? Though the 
refugees are "High up in Lapland/ Towards the Arctic 
Ocean/ I can still see a small door," writes the man who 
is "still alive" and still "looking'' (347) for doors, no 
matter how close to the northern end of the world he may 
be. 
Brecht still has some small hope for things to come. 
Walter Weideli sees in Brecht's later poems "an 
intelligent harmony" that "is Dionysiac" C~eideli 123). 
Weideli believes that "Until the last day we see him 
(BrechD· dissociating the old from the new" and asks 
''Would he be doing that if he had no hope in the future?" 
(123). Weideli sees "nothing" in Brecht's last poems that 
"could make one think of despair" (123). Likewise, the 
poems that Brecht wrote in Finland appear in a collection 
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titled "Tlie Darkest Times 1938-1941," and they show how 
many lessons the poet has learned throughout his 
wanderings, even in these darkest years of his life. In 
"Early On I Learned," Brecht expresses his concern for 
others who have not learned as quickly as he has the 
provisional life: 
Early on I learned to change everything 
quickly 
The ground on which I walked, the air I was 
breathing 
Lightly I do so, yet I still see 
How others want to take too much with them. (Brecht 357) 
Brecht admonishes his friends that "You cannot be happy 
if you want to keep too much with you,'' advice that the 
"man with one brick" seems to follow. The knowledge that 
Brecht still believes in happiness seems to support 
Weideli's thesis and prove that Brecht is not in a state 
of despair. 
The Finnish landscape, however, had an unusual 
effect on Brecht as he writes richly descriptive verses 
about the abundance of natural resources in his new-found 
home. Now Brecht finds his message in nature as he writes 
about the "fish-stocked waters ••• Lovely trees ••• scents of 
berries and of birches ••• Thick chorded winds that softly 
cradle air/ As mild as though the clanking iron churns/ 
Trundled from the whi·te farmhouse were all left open 1 " 
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(353). Th•e appeal of the Finnish countryside was 
"impregnating his work ••• to a degree unknown since he 
first moved to the big cities," Brecht writes in his 
journal (580). The importance of this distraction cannot 
be overlooked: he began to feel the essence of place over 
politics at a time when it was dangerous to become too 
fond of houses and landscapes. Though he felt the appeal 
of the Finnish countryside, Brecht labored to remember 
the plight of the exile. The natural attraction of 
Finland could not take the place of his homeland: 
Dizzy with sight and sound and thought and 
smell 
The refugee beneath the alders turns 
To his laborious job: continued hoping. (353) 
So Brecht had not lost hope, though hoping was not as 
palpable as his senses and more difficult to keep in 
perspective. But he would find "a pleasant landscape'' to 
pin his hopes on, no matter how many changes, houses, 
friends, and places he experienced. 
The pleasantness of Finland did not last, however, 
as Brecht began to see signs of military encroachment by 
the Nazis even in the "wind" that seemed friendly, at 
first. Brecht writes about a Finnish house in these dark 
times, a house that seems as transient as the people who 
inhJbit houses in Brecht's world. 
What did you see, wanderer? 
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I saw a pleasant landscape, there was a 
gray hill 
Against a clear sky 
And the grass waved in the wind. A house 
leaned 
Against the hill like a woman leaning 
against a man. (358) 
This house seems too fragile to stand alone as it depends 
on the hill for support, an appropriate comparison to the 
fleeing Germans whose dependence on foreign houses became 
more tenuous as the Nazis marched through Europe. Though 
the landscape was pleasant, the wind carried memories of 
other landscapes and houses that were destroyed. The 
"wanderer" sees ''a ridge good to position guns behind," 
an omen of more destruction to come and reminiscent of 
that "Swedish landscape" that Brecht wrote about in an 
earlier poem. There, "Beneath the grey pine trees a 
crumbling house" was discovered, a house whose function 
seemed unknown. The landscape could not protect the house 
in Sweden from destruction and "amid the rubble a white-
lacquered chest" remained. Brecht tried to imagine what 
the chest and house were used for in the past and sees 
continued destruction in the future: 
) 
An altar? A cQunter? That is the question. 
Was the body of Jesus sold here? His blood 
On draught? Or linen celebrated, and boots? 
Was earthly or heavenly profit made here? 
Did clerics trade here. or tradesmen preach? 
God's lovely creation, the·pine trees. 
Are sold off by the locksmith next door. (333) 
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The juxtaposition of religion and politics suggests a 
suspicious onlooker at the scene. The blood of Jesus is 
put "On draught" like a common beverage as the questioner 
.. 
tries to determine whether this was a church or brothel. 
Again, Brecht refers to "linen," which could be the linen 
of the vestments or the sheets where Nazi foot-troopers 
engaged in sex. The jobs of the "clerics" and "tradesmen" 
are switched also, in an obvious attempt to disqualify 
both sellers of goods for profit. In an act that extends 
the immorality of man, the neighbor sells the "pine 
trees" which are "God's lovely creation," and are, 
perhaps, more representative of God than the body and 
blood of Jesus or the clerics who trade on His Word. Once 
a house is destroyed, its function is lost to the user 
and the observer. That house, in Brecht's work, could be 
physical, temporal, political, or spiritual. In the 
devastation of a Swedish countryside we saw what crumbles 
along with the physical structure of a house; we saw, 
also, a writer searching among the rubble for answers to 
questions of philosophy, particularly the worth of God's 
houses and man's houses as well. 
By now, in Finland, the emigre is "wandering" in a 
daze through one countryside after another, and the 
provisional voice of the wanderer continues to observe 
·,· !\.,, 
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the changes in this once-pleasant landscape. His tone 
reflects the times as shadows stay overhead rather than 
move with the sun: 
I saw a house so tumbledown that it had to 
be propped up 
By a hill, which meant that it lay in 
shadow all day. 
I passed it at various hours, and there was 
never smoke 
Rising from the chimney as if food were 
being cooked. 
and 
I saw people who were living there ••• (358) 
If people were living in this falling house, they were 
afraid to have smoke rising from their chimneys, afraid 
that their presence would be discovered and they might 
lose another house, another country. The speaker passed 
this house at different times of the day, much like 
Brecht "would walk past" his own house years before in 
Augsburg. Now he knows the signs of takeover: the 
"tumbledown'' look, no "smoke rising from the chimney,'' 
and an ''indifferent sky'' overhead. This time, though, the 
wanderer had "No bench to sit on ••• ," and he confesses, 
"I was tired" (359). 
Brecht, too, must be "tired" of running, of changing 
houses, of houses changing their identity, of holding on 
to that "one brick" of "truth" that must be heavy to 
carry by now. Brecht would soon leave Helsinki for a new 
house, a new conti·nent, but the "old house" in Augsburg 
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was still in his heart1 the house remembered becomes 
heavenly when compared to the houses of hell to come. 
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Chapter 4 
Another emigre, Vladimir Nabokov, once wrote about 
his homelessness in his biography, Speak Memory: 
As time went on and the shadow of fool-made 
history vitiated even the exactitude of 
sundials, we moved more restlessly over 
Europe, and it seemed as if not we but those 
gardens and parks traveled along. (Nabokov 306) 
Like Nabokov, Brecht, too, had moved "restlessly over 
Europe" because of ''fool-made history'' and, for Brecht as 
well as Nabokov, the United States became a temporary 
haven. Soon after Brecht's arrival in the United States, 
he received word of the death of his friend and 
collaborator, Margarete Steffin, who had remained behind 
in a Moscow sanitorium (Willett et al. 582). This tragic 
loss, plus the unpleasant welcome that Brecht received 
because of his Communist leanings, caused him to react 
unfavorably to his stay in the States. Some of his best 
times were with actor Charles Laughton but, overall, 
Brecht saw America as decadent, and his poems reflect 
those feelings through the ''house'' images that traveled 
along as Brecht changed countries. 
In "On Thinking About Hell,'' Brecht decides that 
"Hell" is "Still more like Los Angeles" than the "city of 
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London• that his •brother Shelley• wrote about in his 
poem, "Peter Bell the Third• (582). Brecht believes that 
"Hell too" must have "luxuriant gardens/ With flowers as 
big as trees, which of course wither/ Unhesitantly if 
not nourished with very expensive water" (Brecht 367), 
and we know that Brecht, like Nabokov, has watched the 
gardens as they "moved." Los Angeles, too, has people who 
are apparently withering, though their looks are 
deceiving at first. Appearances are different from 
reality and we should not be fooled by people or their 
"houses": 
Jolly-looking people come from nowhere and 
are nowhere bound. 
And houses, built for happy people, there-
fore standing empty 
Even when lived in. (367) 
But the people who are as empty as the houses they live 
in may have a reason for their "nowhere-ness" as Brecht 
reveals their hidden anxieties that mirror the anxieties 
of the exile as well: 
The houses in Hell, too, are not all ugly. 
But the fear of being thrown on the street 
Wears down the inhabitants of the villas no 
less than 
The inhabitants of the shanty towns. (367) 
Thus, all people suffer from a universal ''fear" of losing 
their place, and, perhaps, that is the Hell of all 
cities, all countries. 
' ' 
,' 
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Though Brecht writes of "Hell" as Los Angeles, he 
has not forgotten his fellow Germans far from home. After 
a meeting with other exiles, Brecht wrote a poem for 
Moscow Radio, titled "To the German Soldiers in the East• 
(585). In his attempt to convince the soldiers that their 
march across Europe is murderous and wasteful, Brecht 
plays heavily on "home'' images. First, he imagines 
himself as one of the Nazi (but still German) soldiers in 
"cold, too cold, Europe" and claims to know "what" they 
"know." When he writes that "There is no longer a road 
leading home," he offers little hope to those who destroy 
''What men's hands had erected" (377). The speaker, 
obviously sympathetic to the Russian peasants, insists 
"That the peasants and workers of the new state would/ 
Defend their earth and their cities/ Till we are all 
blotted out" (377). Brecht's concern for the old houses 
of Europe becomes more than a concern for houses; once 
again, the structures in Brecht's poems apply to 
political structures. Brecht tells the soldiers that it 
is a crime to lay waste what took so long to build: 
Because it is such hard work to cultivate 
the earth 
Because it cost so much sweat to put up a 
house 
To saw the beams, to draw the plan 
To lay the walls, to cover the roof. 
Because it was so exhausting, because the 
hopes were so high. (377) 
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Brecht, in a blatant political stand, suggests that those 
who follow Hitler are truly the •homeless" ones. We can 
compare these misguided soldiers in cold Europe to those 
homeless who were too warmed by the sun in the work camps 
of Germany. Now, however, Brecht's propaganda takes over, 
and he writes of the city longingly: 
All this I shall never again see 
And no one who came with me 
Will ever see it again. 
Nor will I or you 
Hear the voice of wives and mothers 
Or the wind in the chimney in our homes 
Or the cheerful sounds of the city, or the 
bitter. (373) 
This supposedly sympathetic speaker is more willing to 
accept the ''bitter" with the "cheerful" in the city of 
his homeland, if only he can convince the German soldiers 
of their sorry lot. 
During Brecht's time in America, he produced poems 
that seem apolitical at first glance1 however, Brecht 
realized that even an enjoyable activity, such as 
gardening, reflected the bigger issues on his mind: 
What I enjoy doing is sprinkling the garden. 
Curious how such everyday occupations are 
affected by one's pol_itical awareness. Why 
else should one mind about the possibility 
of some part of the garden getting neglected ••• 
(587) 
Brecht's thoughts about gardening soon result in poems 
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that include houses whose gardens are affected by the 
winds of change. In "Californian Autumn• Brecht uses 
•gardens" as obstacles in the city and the •wind• as the 
determining force of the future, as the "wind" strips 
trees and leayes in an almost brutal image of autumn: 
I 
In my garden 
Are nothing but evergreens. If I want to 
see autumn 
I drive to my friend's country house in the 
hills. 
There 
I can stand for five minutes and see a tree 
Stripped of its foliage, and foliage stripped 
of its trunk. 
II 
I saw a big autumn leaf which the wind 
Was driving along the road, and I thought: 
tricky 
To reckon that leaf's future course. (383) 
Brecht's love for his house in Augsburg seems 
particularly important now that he has to "drive" to a 
"friend's country house" to see autumn. For a man so 
aware of the changing seasons, the garden at his house 
produces no change, no inspiration; however, his trip to 
the "hills" recalls the "wind" of darker times in Germany 
when not leaves but "fire" was fed by the wind. In an 
earlier poem, "On Ease," Brecht wrote of this menacing 
wind and its destructive forces: 
Just see the ease 
With which the powerful 
River tears down its banks! 
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The earthquake shakes the ground 
With indolent hand. 
The terrible fire 
Gracefully reaches for the town's many houses 
And devours them at leisure: 
A polished eater. (336) 
The gracefulness of the fire juxtaposed with its 
devouring action suggests the deceptiveness of a 
destroying force, one with "polish'' but still all-
consuming. Again, appearances are deceiving; even 
the 
strongest houses can burn to the ground. 
The Nazi "fire" that devoured those "houses'' forced
 
people of different beliefs to live together, peop
le of 
different countries to work together. Brecht obse
rved 
these people as he kept a watchful eye on the glow
 of the 
fire in the sky, and he wrote a "Song About the Go
od 
People" before he left Sweden. His trust in peopl
e was 
already weakening, though "the good people get bet
ter 
when one knows them" (337). Just as Brecht recognizes the 
changes wrought by the seasons, he also sees what 
"change" does to man: 
If one comes to them they are there. 
They remember what they 
Looked like when one last met them. 
However much they've changed--
For it is precisely they who change--
They have become at most more recognisable. (338) 
As usual, Brecht connects change with houses and th
e 
provisional life of the homeless, a life which redu
ces 
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people to their •smallest dimension": 
They are like a house which we helped to 
build 
They do not force us to live there 
Sometimes they do not let us. 
We may come to them at any time in our 
smallest dimensions 
but 
What we bring with us we must select. (338) 
Earlier, we saw their material items reduced to a "plate 
only"; now, we see them travel with what they house 
inside their minds. In this case, distrust of the "good 
people" who are "of use" to those in need proves 
reliable. "Their solutions still contain problems," 
writes Brecht, and those problems reflect mutual distrust 
and shared danger. Not only are the homeless reduced in 
dignity, they are reduced in integrity, and perhaps the 
"smallest" a man can get is to be distrustful of others. 
Brecht realizes the danger and futility of this 
stand-off: 
At dangerous moments on sinking ships 
Suddenly we see their eyes full on us. 
Though they do not entirely approve of us 
as we are 
They are in agreement with us none the less. 
(338-39) 
Thus, these "good people ••• improve anybody who looks at 
them and anybody/ they look at ••• ," and "by watching 
them" the "right place" is seen. Brecht suggests, 
ironically, that changing from a trusting person to a 
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suspicious one may be the proper dimension, after all. 
While in the United States, Brecht realized that he, 
too, had changed and what once was a source of 
inspiration is no longer. In his early poems, "Poor B.B." 
and "Once I Thought," Brecht writes about the "coldness" 
that will make him "shiver'' till his "dying day", now he 
has lost the "coldness of the forests" that gave him a 
, 
"natural darkness." In a poem titled "Once" (obviously a 
shorter version of "Once I Thought"), the coldness 
changes too: 
This coldness once seemed 
And the freshness brushed 
And the bitterness tasted 
free 
wonderful 
life into 
goqd, and 
to me 
my skin 
I felt 
To dine or not according to my whim 
Supposing darkness were to ask me in. (404) 
Brecht enjoyed this early freedom of light or darkness; 
he found inspiration in the difficult times of life 
through his awareness of the provisional time that we 
have on this earth. His poems came out of his own dark 
spirit and brought him freedom through writing. Now, 
however, fatigue slows down his creativeness and he 
fondly remembers the days when he could outrun the 
pursuing darkness: 
Cold was the,. well from which I drew my vigour 
And nothingness gave me this unbounded space. 
Marvellous it was when a rare brilliant 
flicker 
Cut through the natural darkness. Short-
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lived? Yes. 
But I, old enemy, was always quicker. .( 404 > 
The dark times in America .increased as he felt the loss 
of his creative source, his homeland, and he is unable to 
fan the "brilliant flicker" of creativity. Though this 
self-exploratory poem suggests that Brecht had "come to 
terms with that phase (}iis yout~ of his past" (Willett 
et al. Introduction xviii), Brecht is unhappy with his 
work in the States: 
It's as though one were practicing the art 
of filigree. There is something eccentric, 
cranky, obtuse about it. Such poetry is like 
the castaway's note in the bottle •••• 
(Volker 111) 
Castaways, of course, lose their houses and are at the 
mercy of the elements. In Brecht's early poetry the 
elements have not been kind to those without homes. As a 
castaway, Brecht sends his poems off in bottles and hopes 
that a rescue from the isolation of exile is imminent, 
but "his poetry now settled at a rather more subdued 
level" (Will·ett et al. Introduction xix). These American 
poems reflect "an exiles-eye view of the California 
scene" and a "new domesticity" where "the reader could 
glimpse the odd reflection of politics in concrete 
b • t II ( ' ) o Jee s... xix. 
Though Brecht no longer wrote the heavily political 
and intense poetry of his earlier years, his interest in 
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houses and gardens continued. He wrote of an actor's 
"Garden in Progress", he describes the "Giant eucalyptus 
trees• that "shade the ~ite house• as •ousty relics of 
the former mission" (Brecht 395). There is a sense of 
timelessness in the shade of those trees where "the 
Indian/ Granite snake's head ••• lies by the fountain/ As 
if patiently waiting for/ A number of civilisations to 
collapse." Brecht seems to recognize the patience that he 
lacks in this garden "High above the Pacific coast" where 
"below it/ The waves' gentle thunder and the rumble of 
oil tankers" serves as reminders of his past. The garden 
metaphor continues: 
Nor did the lord of the garden take in only 
His own plants and trees but also 
The plants and trees of his neighbours; 
when told this 
Smiling he admitted: I steal from all sides. 
(But the bad things he hid 
With his own plants and trees.) (397) 
But danger lurks for the good and bad things in this 
garden too. The claustrophobia of exile can be felt as we 
walk through this lovely garden where all senses are 
engaged: 
Leading up to the house is a cloister-like 
alley of hibiscus 
Planted so close that the walker 
Has to bend them back, thus releasing 
The full scent of their blooms. (397) 
In this cloistered place we see "the Arizona cactus, 
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height of a man, which each/ year/ Blooms for a single 
night" but, unfortunately, "this year" it blooms "To the 
thunder of guns from warships exercising/ With white 
flowers as big as your fist and as delicate/ As a 
Chinese actor" (397). Though hidden here in the 
California hills, thoughts of war are never out of 
Brecht's mind and his senses, bombarded with beauty, 
become catalysts for memory. Editors Willett and Manheim 
note that this particular garden belonged to actor 
Charles Laughton whose house "is on a cliff above the 
Pacific Coast Highway. The Arbeitsjournal for 28 August 
1944 shows that Brecht had just started the poem when 
Laughton called to report that his rose garden had 
disappeared in a landslide, to which Brecht replied 'Your 
garden will become a myth and will exist in a creditable 
rumour'" (Willett et al. 591). Laughton's phone call may 
have provided Brecht with t-he inspiration for the final 
verse, but the image of something built on "crumbling'' 
rock reminds us of earlier houses that crumbled under the 
force of that Nazi wind: 
Alas, the lovely garden, placed high above 
the coast 
Is built on crumbling rock. Landslides 
Drag parts of it into the depths without 
• warning. 
Seemingly 
There is not much time left in which to 
complete it. (397) 
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Brecht and his fellow homeless citizens have been 
displaced by "landslides" in Europe. The poet's own 
anguish can be found in those "depths" that consume 
"without warning." Time seems so short now, rather than 
timeless, as the appearance of garden relics first 
suggested, and life on the precarious cliffs may be 
lovely but never complete. 
Finally, in 1947, after his appearance before the 
House Un-American Activities Committee, Brecht left 
America and settled in Zurich, Switzerland for two years; 
the end of World War II meant that Brecht could apply for 
a passport and go home, at last. In the collection, 
"Poems of Reconstruction 1947-1953," Brecht writes of 
war-torn Germany with many of the same images that have 
now become characteristic of his work. The "wind" now 
provides a service for the dead as its force changes from 
destructive to mournful and elegiac: 
·cold winds blow a requiem 
From the ruins over them 
Former tenants of the flats 
That once stood here ••• (414) 
Brecht's fear that the Western Allies would interfere 
with Germany's freedom as much as the Nazis did surfaces 
now as the "great rats" leave the "rvubble" and "Join the 
column as it passes/ Squeaking 'Freedom!' as they flee/ 
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'Freedom and Democracy!'" (414). But no matter what 
problems face his country after the war, Brecht's return 
to Berlin ends 0 fifteen years of exile• from a country he 
loves. 
When Brecht left the coldness of the •forests" to 
come to the city years ago, he had faith in his ability 
to keep his "cigar alight" no matter what "earthquakes" 
were to come, though his cigar may have had to be his 
replacement for a home and fireplace. A poem written upon 
his return to his childhood city demonstrates a change in 
Brecht's outlook. In "A New House" Brecht reveals a man 
who is at once "privileged" to live in this place and 
mindful of the tenuous existence he has had in the past. 
Now his "hope" is to retain his impatience against 
injustice for those still homeless who "huddle" in 
"holes" rather than in a "fine house" like his. 
Back in my country after fifteen years of 
exile 
I have moved into a fine house. 
Here.J: have hung 
My No masks and picture scroll representing 
the Doubter. 
Every day, as I drive through the ruins, I 
am reminded 
Of the privileges to which I owe this 
house. I hope 
It will not make me patient with the holes 
In which so many thousands huddle. Even now 
On top of the cupboard containing my 
manuscripts 
My suitcase lies. (416) 
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Brecht carries his doubt home with him; he's ready to 
leave as "Even now ••• thousands huddle" and Brecht keeps 
an "exiles-eye" on his "suitcase," a sign of a man whose 
"hope" has been tempered with reality. The distrust that 
he learned at the hands of the "good people" lingers as 
he now seems unsure of Communism too. His manuscripts 
will be moved again, if need be. His other belongings, 
the No mask, the "Doubter" picture scroll, as well as the 
suitcase filled with his own thoughts and words, gain 
importance; he has played the role of wanderer so long 
that this ''mask'' is hard to give up. Rather than settle 
into one cause and one place, the poet "keeps an eye on" 
his surroundings. He is ready; he will move quickly, if 
necessary, in contrast to the thousands of his countrymen 
not as privileged as he. 
Brecht, though, is still interested in the Communist 
cause and writes to encourage others to build safe houses 
rather than stay in ''crumbling'' ones. "All praise to 
those who leave crumbling houses," he writes in "Bad 
Times" (416). These houses, like political ideologies, 
disintegrate because they were ''built of the stones that 
were available" as the "rebellion was raised using the 
rebels that were available" (417). The "times" now are 
not dark but "bad• enough for Brecht to urge his fellow 
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Germans to "reach for the spade and not the knife. You'd 
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sit in safety under roofs today/ Had you not used the 
knife to make your way/ And under roofs one leads a 
better life," admonishes Brecht in "To My Countrymen" 
(417). Safe governments and safe houses will protect the 
future generations from landslides, wind, fire, and 
Nazism as well. 
Brecht's emphasis on building rather than destroying 
extends to a series of "Five Children's Songs" that he 
wrote in 1950. One song recalls the image of the man who 
has one brick to carry with him. Now, in "Little Postwar 
Song," "Mum" is in charge of picking out the "bricks" to 
rebuild their crumbled house: 
Spin, little top! 
Our road's no longer up. 
And Dad has got a house to fix 
And Mum is picking out the bricks. 
Spin, little top! ( 421) 
It is apparently up to the Dads of the world to fix the 
things that are broken, and one way to fix governments is 
by introducing ideas from different places. In another 
child's song the wind is needed to carry a kite to its 
journey's end; Brecht writes in ''Fly": 
Fly, little kite! 
Our sky is clear and b;ight. 
So up you go and break' tour string 
Fly over Moscow to Peking 
Fly, little kite! (422) 
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While in California, Brecht thought it "tricky" to reckon 
the "future course" of a leaf blown by the wind; now he 
gives the kite freedom from its "string" and plans its 
course for it, forgetting momentarily the tricky force of 
the wind. We can see that his children's songs are as 
political as his "garden" poems1 his life changes faster 
than his poetic themes do. 
Brecht's final place of residence was ''a cottage in 
BuckoJ, Austria," which he bought after being granted 
(,. . . h' ( lk 173) h' h h Austrian c1t1zens 1p Vo er . T 1s ouse, too, as 
its problems, since Brecht's biographers differ in their 
opinion on whether Brecht actually bought the house or 
only rented it (Brecht 599). But the question of 
"ownership" did not reappear in Brecht's poems1 instead, 
now he listens and remembers things as they were when he 
was homeless. In the short poem, "The Voice of the 
October Storm,'' Brecht hears his voice above all noises; 
he has become one with the wind and the storm and is 
comfortable with natural sounds, a comfort not felt on 
those cliffs above the Pacific Ocean: 
The voice of the October storm 
Around the little house by the reeds 
Strikes me as quite like-my voice. 
Comfortably 
I lie on my bed and hear 
Above the lake and above the city 
My voice. (432) 
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The sound of Brecht's voice has bee
n heard in the 
past and, sometimes, the results of
 his outspoken words 
affected others. Brecht shows his 
concern for the kind 
people who did favors for him, in s
pite of his beliefs, 
and he worries about being blamed f
or their troubles. 
Brecht writes "The Man Who Took Me 
In" and explores this 
question but, this time, he doesn't
 find a "comfortable'' 
answer: 
The man who took me in 
Lost his house. 
The one who played for me 
Had his instrument taken away. 
Is he going to say 
I bring death 
Or: Those who took everything from 
him 
Bring death? (432) 
Now that Brecht is safely housed, h
e worries about the 
man who "Lost his house." And Brec
ht still has his 
''voice,'' his ''instrument" with whic
h he creates songs, 
but the "man" only has "death" left
 to face. An older and 
wiser poet knows that he, too, fac
es death, and his 
writing reflects that introspectiv
e search for answers to 
the questions of life and death, th
e temporal house and 
the eternal house. 
Wistful remembrances of childhood r
eflect another 
change in the poet, this time from
 ultimate concerns to 
the regressive concerns of the pas
t, but these backward 
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glances hint at present and future worries too. Brecht 
writes of a "sunDer-house" where he sits with his 
"writing-case• on his knee and watches ·A child ... rowing 
for all he's worth/ A child. Just like old times ••• Just 
like old times" (441), and he remembers the poet who has 
had to "row" for" all he's worth" for most of his life. 
Then Brecht writes about "The little house among trees by 
the lake./ From the roof smoke rises./ Without it/ How 
dreary would be/ House, trees and lake" (442). How easy 
it is to remember that dreary house in the Finnish 
landscape that had no ''smoke rising from/ the chimney as 
if food were being cooked.'' No longer the young poet who 
would not "look" out his window, Brecht looks at 
everything with an appreciative eye yet also an 
unforgetful mind--his nightmares persist: 
In a dream I stood on a building site. I was 
A bricklayer. In my hand 
I held a trowel. But when I bent down 
For mortar, a shot rang out 
That tore half the iron 
Off my trowel. (445) 
Brecht still dreams of building a new Germany, starting 
with one brick at a time, but "mortar" from shots is more 
powerful than the mortar that builds, and the 
"bricklayer" seems doomed to failure. 
Failure, however, does not come easy for an 
indomitable spirit.such as B~echt's. After a hospital 
' ~ . 
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stay in East Berlin, Brecht writes about his fear of that 
most stationary house, death, and claims that "already 
for some time/ I had lost all fear of death" (451). He 
has accepted life as provisionary and has extended the 
idea of man's existence from transient to nothingness: 
For nothing 
Can be wrong with me if I myself 
Am nothing. Now 
I managed to enjoy 
The song of every blackbird after me too. (451-52) 
He is able to look at his ''voice'' as a singing voice1 
though he is "nothing," his songs are s~ething that he 
"managed to enjoy" for many years. Now he can enjoy the 
songs of the "blackbirds": at one with the wind and the 
songs of birds, Brecht has found the answer to a question 
C 
that has bothered him for some time--who is to blame for 
the losses we all suffer? 
Is he going to say 
I bring death 
Or: those who took everything from him 
Bring death? 
After losing "all fear of death," losing houses, losing 
instruments, losing life seems less important than 
standing up for your beliefs. Finally, Brecht 
acknowledges this discovery in a poem that again recalls 
the earlier one, "Once I Thought" with a word-play on the 
title, the poet now knows what he always knew: 
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And I Always Thought 
And I always thought: the very simplest 
words 
Must be enough. When I say what things are 
like 
Everyone's heart must be torn to shreds. 
That you'll go down if you don't stand up 
for yourself 
Surely you see that. (452) 
Brecht's "truth" is found in the houses of man, whether 
they are physical, spiritual, external, internal, or 
metaphysical. We are all here so short a time that our 
gardens may never be completed, but if we build on solid 
ground, we won't "go down." Brecht spent a lifetime 
trying, with simple words, to give his message to the 
world. The poet, however, was complex; though he had a 
volatile and difficult reputation both privately and 
publicly, much of his poetry reveals a man sensitive to 
the needs of others, a man fighting for what he believed 
in. The public, difficult side of Brecht is lost in the 
images of domestication in his poetry. 
As Brecht's poetic canon becomes more familiar, the 
richness and consistency of his images and language will 
emerge as the strong point of his work. In particular, 
the recurring _images of "homelessness" and "houses" show 
that "home" and "place" were of paramount importance to 
Brecht; the provisional became the permanent, for he 
looked at life as temporary and, at the same time, as 
·, 
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timeless. Brecht's "houses," his poems, stand as a 
lasting monument to a poet whose "simplest words" are 
enough for all mankind to ponder and to enjoy. 
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